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Introduction
Through their work, other writers have Jed me. They have shown me what to do
or what not to do when I sit down with the blank page. But more importantly, by their
example, they have encouraged me to approach the page and raise my voice.
Seven years ago I took a class at Bluegrass Community and Technical College
under James Goode that opened my mind to the possibility that I could write fiction, and
I cannot speak of influences without starting there, with an anthology of Kentucky
authors called Home and Beyond. I could see myself in those pages. From those pages I
leapt into other books that have influenced me and Jed me to where I am now.
I was fortunate to take workshops with four of the authors in that book's table of
contents, and I pursued the work of many of the others. I found Sallie Bingham's
feminism enlightening and Normandi Ellis' spirituality encouraging. I found the work of
Barbara Kingsolver and Chris Offutt to be accessible in a way that prodded me to write
my own stories. Gay! Jones' story inspired me to look for more work like hers. I did not
find more work like hers, but I found greatness in Alice Walker and Zora Neale Hurston.
From the focus on Kentucky authors I moved outward to look at Southern authors, where
I found Lee Smith. Her voice and strong characters left an impression inside me that I
often refer to when I write. During my college career Flannery O'Connor's name has
come up more times than I can count, and her short story "Revelation" and novel The

Violent Bear it Away startled me in a way that inspires me to write out the darkness and
the light. Most recently, the nonfiction works of women have influenced me to get my
own stories down. Anne Lamott and Debra Monroe's memoirs of motherhood motivate
me to steal the time it takes to jot something down, and I found Joan Didion's essay
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"Goodbye to All That" painfully true to the emotional experiences of my early twenties,
which tells me my experiences need to be written down.
My writing has undoubtedly been shaped by what I have read. From this basis I
can write by feel, like the way musicians play by ear.
The techniques I use in my fiction come to me instinctually. I write the way I do
because on some intuitive level I know how the story is supposed to go. To that end, I
have found that my fiction always employs realism and one of the stories in this thesis is
a frame story.
The frame story in this thesis needed to be a frame story because I thought of the
main character as a real person and I wanted the focus of the story to be on the changes
within that character rather than on what actually happened to her. A real person would
need time and distance from the events described in order to be emotionally capable of
talking about them. For the story to be fully realized and show how the character was
affected by loss, she needed perspective, and the frame was a way to give her that. She
needed to tell someone her story, and the frame gave her that chance. It was also a way to
tell the story selectively. Just as a real person would decide which details to include in the
telling of a story, I chose what scenes to include to support the theme I worked with in
the story.
Realism, to me, gives a story importance because its actions and consequences
can be incorporated into real life. I tend to see highly imaginative, fantastical, stories as
modes of mere escapism. Through realism I am seeking some truth; something that is
true to me as its creator and true to others in its reading. I find myself writing about what
could be called a common experience, and I like to think that what happens to my
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characters could happen to anybody. I narrow the focus and select images, themes and
actions according to that search for truth.
When writing fiction, there is always some part of my mind that considers the
audience, and I like to think of my work as a conversation with the reader. I have been in
workshops where the discussion of the piece lends itself to the discussion of similar
experiences in readers. That is exactly what I want from my work. I want my audience to
see their own experiences in a new way after reading my fiction. I want them to be
affected. If they are affected by it they can carry it with them and my work does not end
on the page.
In my desire to stay true to reality, I often do not focus on plot, but am instead led
by theme, which often concerns some ethical issue. I do this because as humans, we are
always facing one issue or another, and by writing and reading about them we stand to
learn something about ourselves. I keep stories rooted in character rather than plot, and
often the dramatic scenes in my pieces occur within the character, rather than in some
outside action. As they explore or become aware of some inner self, emotionally or
intellectually, the characters grow and the reader is given the opportunity to empathize. I
find these types of situations crucial in a story, because when we look back at our lives
and what shapes our personalities, it is often not an event that makes us who we are, but
our reaction to it and our interpretation of reality itself that defines us.
I have been writing long enough that I know what works for me. Things begin
with some experience or event or thought that sparks inspiration. From there I get some
sense of theme, which is exactly what many writing teachers say should not be done
because theme should emerge through the drafting of the piece. I believe it can be done,
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however, and I have this intuitive feeling that it is the right way for me to write. This
summer I met someone else who begins her fiction that way. At the Books in Progress
Conference, keynote speaker Barbara Kingsolver said she starts the writing process with
theme. She spoke of theme as a way to pose questions about the world with plot being a
way to facilitate the theme. She begins by asking herself, "What are the questions I want
to ask?"
After I know what theme I want to explore, I begin taking notes, jotting down
parts of scenes that I can already see in my mind, ideas about characters, major plot
points, and other thoughts that I can refer back to as I am drafting. It is not exactly an
outline, but a rough list of triggering concepts that may or may not make it into the final

draft.
The real work begins when I write out a first draft by hand. I like to have a quiet
room, coffee, a window, and a place to walk when the words stop corning. I have found
that getting up and moving, giving my eyes something else to focus on, and letting my
mind wander helps me gather what I need to go back to the story. I make small revisions
when I type out the story for the first time. From there I like to put it away for a while.
When I get it out again I try to look at it as if it was written by someone else and I make
more revisions. I like workshopping, and I often give stories to peers to get their
comments. Then I can revise again. I like to let time pass between all of these steps,
which makes for a long process, and it seems no matter how long I work on a piece, there
is always room for more revision.
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As I have discussed, theme is always my main concern because it is my reason for
writing fiction. I always try to approach the subject of a new story in a unique way. I try
to use an angle and explore ideas in a way that I have never read before.
My concerns include executing a story's theme subtly and artfully. I want to lead
the reader to think about a particular theme without being didactic or preachy. I realize it
is important to explore or at least allude to other aspects of a story's main idea. To
obscure the author's hand, I think character development and attention to all other aspects
of the story must be strong and believable. If the world of the piece is fully realized, the
reader can experience the story and forget about the author long enough to
subconsciously digest the theme. Because theme is such an interesting and important
concept to me, it is something I like to discuss with others of differing opinions. I am
open to exploring this component of fiction, and I want to learn more.
I chose "Cleaved Open" as the title for this thesis because it appears in both
stories. In one story, cleaved open and exposed to the light is how a character viewed a
realization. In the other story, a character felt emotionally cleaved open, exposed and
changed by loss. At the moments in the stories where these words appear, there is an
intellectual response and an emotional response in the characters, respectively. In my
writing in general I always hope to generate an emotional and intellectual response from
readers. Somewhere in the story, I hope the reader will pause in recognition of something
that rings true to them. Somewhere in the story, I hope the reader will pause in
recognition of something that makes them feel. Truth and an emotional response are
always my goal. That is all I know, and I feel it is all I need to know.
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An Emptiness
Rain drummed on the rooflike a million tiny fingers and low rumbling thunder
mixed with the tinkling of the wind chimes on the porch like a conversation in another
room. My bed was a tangle of arms, legs, sheets and pillows.
"Now you've seen my scars," I said.
From the open window above the bed, a cool breeze brushed across my skin.
Every few minutes lightning lit the room casting a silhouette of our bodies on the
opposite wall, and the shadow of the ceiling fan's blades stretched like a dark flower
opening.
"I didn't notice any scars," he said.
I pulled back the sheets to show him a white scar along my abdomen, small, but
with raised edges, traveling straight across my center.
"I was in a car accident when I was three. My dad was driving, and I was standing
up in the passenger seat when a guy ran a red light and t-boned us. I don't remember
much, but a piece of the door panel cut me across here," I said. He traced his fingers over
the scar as gently as if it still hurt; studying it with his eyes and touch as if committing it
to memory. "That was the first time I'd ever been in the hospital, and the only thing I
remember is the doctor's hands. They were really cold, but it was summertime. Both
times I was in the hospital it was summertime."
"What happened the second time?"
I moved my head to his shoulder, my eyes out of his line of sight as his fingers
continued to move along my scar. The grumbling thunder sounded closer and the rain had
grown heavier. I put my hand under his, over the scar.
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"I had a miscarriage."
"Oh. I'm sorry." he said. "I guess it wasn't meant to be."
My body tensed. "Don't say that. Everybody says that."
"I'm sorry," he repeated.
My hand grew warm under his and I felt the thickness of the scar right there in the
center ofme. The thunder ceased for a moment, and I sighed, long and heavy. "I don't
talk about it much because it makes people uncomfortable."

"What happened?" he asked.

I looked up at his face, and the dark centers of his eyes shined like drops of ink.
"Tell me what happened," he said.

A week after high school graduation a little urine-stained piece of plastic told me I
was going to have a baby. The sickness told me first though, as it woke me one morning.

I stood at the kitchen sink, the light of the predawn silver sky coming in through the
window, and the fact that I was pregnant set in my mind, the thought hardening like fired
clay.
Hoping to abate the hot and sour feeling in my stomach, I untied a bag of bread
and reached in, my fingers automatically lifting the heel to pull out the first slice below.
No one ever wants the heel, but my mom always volunteered to take it. That morning I
pulled out the heel, thinking of my mother, thinking of children. It was thin and
misshapen, but soft. I spread peanut butter on it then folded it in half, and it filled me. As
the sick feeling faded, I knew there would be a time when I would be the one who always
ate the heel.
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My boyfriend had already joined the National Guard, and when I told him that I
thought I was pregnant-and that two blue lines on the pregnancy test confirmed it-he
seemed more eager to leave for training, with a glint in his eye and the jumpiness of an
animal in a predator's sight. He spoke to me in cliches about a wedding, how hard he
would work, and what kind oflife he'd provide, but it was hard to picture, as his
assurances usually came over text messages.
I left high school telling my parents I would spend the summer working and
figuring out what I wanted to do. They pushed me toward college, but I was daunted by
another four years of school. After I found out I was pregnant I felt my decision was
made for me. Motherhood gave me direction and purpose and seemed so much more
important than college credit toward an undecided major. Afraid of what they would say,
I didn't tell my parents, but went on as usual, picking up more hours at the grocery store
where I'd worked since sophomore year. I took huge prenatal vitamins in secret that
sometimes stuck in my throat, and at work, when I took breaks, I went outside to sit in
the sunshine.
To apply for medical coverage through the government, I had to provide proof of
pregnancy. I drove to Planned Parenthood one afternoon because I didn't know where
else to go.
I sat in traffic between a newly built judicial center and a newly renovated old
church. Both buildings loomed above everything else, their shadows creating a valley I
couldn't see out of. At the stoplight, I looked over at the old church as a line of cars
ahead of me waited for their tum to move forward. The church sat on a manicured green
lawn and white rhododendron bloomed on either side of the sidewalk that led up to
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double doors under a stone archway. Some blossoms still held on to redbud trees----Judas
trees, I'd heard them called-that flanked the massive stone structure, the rest of the
blooms had fallen and blanketed the ground, the pale pink petals like pieces of tom tissue
paper tinged with blood. The heart-shaped leaves had not yet emerged. Small white
crosses the size of sticks for stirring paint covered the lawn with no more than a few
inches between each one. Amongst the crosses on one side of the walk, a printed sign
read

In Memory of all the Children Killed by Abortion

You Are Not Forgotten.
Amongst the crosses on the other side, another sign bore the photo of a smiling baby in a
plush pink blanket accompanied by the words
My Heart was Beating Eighteen Days after Conception.
I wondered why the church felt the need to advertise their views in such a way, as if a
woman needed to be told what happened in her own body. Then I wondered if the heart
really did start beating that soon.
From behind me, a red car passed by my passenger side window, slid through the
intersection, hopped the curb with a jolt and crashed across the yard of the church
mowing down half the crosses. My hand went to my mouth; the only action I could take
in the futility of the moment between seeing what was happening and recognizing there
was nothing I could do. The car came to a stop without hitting the building, and the driver
jumped from behind the wheel unharmed and angry. A car behind me honked because
the light had changed to green. I pressed down on the accelerator and moved on through
the intersection.
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In a neighborhood with century-old houses, tall trees shaded the parking lot of
Planned Parenthood and golden sunlight filtered through the green. The concrete stairs
had deep cracks that held rainwater, and behind the door was the bright light of a doctor's
office. Clean blue chairs lined the waiting room, and a cherry wood table held pink
flowers.
Behind a counter, a fair-haired woman looked up and smiled as the door swung
closed behind me brushing across the floor. Art on the wall behind her drew my eye away
from her face. It was an abstract painting with soft edges, gentle sweeping pastel strokes
across the surface of a canvas textured by layers. I told her why I'd come and she gave
me forms to fill out as I sat in one of the blue chairs amongst old magazines and
brochures with photos of diverse young women on their covers. A few minutes after I
returned the form to the receptionist, a woman in a white doctor's coat came out and
greeted me by name. She introduced herself with a smile and took my hand in hers, her
skin warm and soft.
She took me into a small, warm office with a cushioned chair. Books lined the
wall behind her and a lamp with a blue shade lit the room.
"How are you feeling?" she asked, leaning forward.
"Okay," I said.
"We're going to get you a urine test to confirm your pregnancy, and then we'll

talk about your options. You have a lot of options," she said. "A lot of people don't
realize adoption is not like it used to be. You could still be involved with the child's life
if you choose adoption."
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The chair felt plush beneath me. "That's okay," I said. "I want to keep my baby."
"Alright," she said. "If you want more information about anything at all, we're
here, and we have plenty of info you can take home with you."
"Okay," I said.
"Now, you'll need to start receiving prenatal care as soon as possible. Who do
you have for emotional support?"
I didn't know what to say at first. No one had ever asked me anything like that
before. "My boyfriend is kind of supportive," I said. "I haven't told my parents yet."
She nodded, eyes wide, paying close attention.
"My best friend is excited," I said.
"That's good," she said. "You'll need emotional support through your whole
pregnancy and afterward."
"Okay," I said.
She gave me a card with phone numbers and led me to the bathroom for the
pregnancy test, and I didn't have long to wait after that. I left with paperwork in hand,
sunlight streaming down through the trees warm and glowing.

One Friday evening at work, during a lull, I stood behind my register, tired and
hot. Outside, an August rain began to fall as I watched through the huge windows at the
front of the store. Rain hitting the hot asphalt of the parking lot made steam rise slowly,
and as the rain increased, it washed over the windows in sheets. During my break I made
the long walk to the break room in the back of the store, and as I walked, I felt an inner
pull like that tug I felt every month that signaled my period. I went to the bathroom and
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noticed a little blood, not red, but blood nonetheless-just enough that the toilet paper
was tinged pink.
By the end of my shift that night the pain was worse. My parents were out of town
for the weekend, but I was nervous to be alone, so I called my best friend. She came over
and reassured me, "Every pregnancy is different. Maybe this is normal for you.
Everybody's different."
"That's true," I said. Tired, I climbed the stairs to my room and laid down while
she took my dog for a walk. I must have dozed off while she was gone, but was
awakened by stronger pain. The red numbers on the alarm clock at my bedside read
elevenp.m.
I walked down the beige carpeted stairs to find my best friend watching TV on the
sofa in the living room. She heard my footsteps as I approached.
"How are you feeling?" she asked.
"I wish I had gone to the doctor when I found out I was pregnant," I said.
"Do you want me to take you to the hospital?"
"No, I'm okay. I just wish I knew whether or not this was normal. I don't even
know how far along I am. I should have gone to the doctor sooner."
She looked concerned as I sat down on the sofa clutching my abdomen. She
switched off the TV and we sat in silence. I leaned back against the overstuffed cushions
and didn't realize I had slept until I awoke in the dark in more pain. I went to the
bathroom. When I came out, a light was on in the kitchen and my friend sat on the sofa
looking toward me.
"I'm bleeding," I said.
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"I've heard of women having a period when they're pregnant," she said.
"Yeah, I have a cousin who didn't even know she was pregnant until she was four
months along."
Not wanting to climb the stairs, I laid back down on the sofa, and after a while, I
was in tears from the pain.
"I need to take some Advil or something," I said. When I got up from the sofa, I
was dizzy and my knees felt weak. I sat back down afraid I might faint. She stepped into
the yellow light of the kitchen and called an ambulance.
When the paramedics arrived my fear subsided. They would know what to do, I
thought, and they could save me from this.
"How far along are you?" one of them asked as he helped me onto the gurney.
"I don't know," I said. "Maybe three months. I was going to go to the doctor next
week."
He placed an IV in the top of my hand, so fast it didn't hurt, then slipped a cold

\

plastic tube behind my ears and into my nose to give me oxygen.
"What's that for?" I asked referring to the IV.
"You're losing blood. This will put fluid back in your system," he said, his tone
accusatory and impatient.
He and another man wheeled me into the back of the ambulance and shut the
door. I didn't ask any more questions. I watched the sun come up through the windows as
they sat behind me, and the siren sounded far away, like it was all happening somewhere
else.
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The paramedics wheeled me into the emergency room and left. Hospital staff
buzzed around, but there was no sense of urgency. I was asked some questions and left to
wait. My friend had followed the ambulance in her car, but I hadn't seen her yet.
A curtain sectioned off the ER and I could hear someone in the bed to my left
coughing, and someone cried off to my right. The white curtain swished as a woman with
dark spiked hair came in, asked me questions in a stale voice, then left me to wait. I
tucked my knees up and held my breath through the pain. After a while the curtain
swished again and a short male nurse appeared. He ran a hand through his blond hair,
then said, "In your case there are three possible scenarios: a spontaneous abortion, an
ectopic pregnancy, or a sexually transmitted disease."
There were a lot of medical terms for me to process, but my mind set on an STD
as I searched my memory for clues that could have meant I contracted a disease. He
continued to talk, asking question after question, his blue eyes never meeting mine.
"I'm going to get someone else to examine you," he said. "I've never done a
pelvic exam before."
The hospital was affiliated with the university, and almost everyone who walked
by the foot of the gurney was young. Several nurses came in at different times and asked
me the same questions, and I never saw the same person twice. I scanned the parts of the
ER not obstructed from view by white curtains, hoping to find a bathroom. A technician
came in to take my vitals and collect a blood sample. She handed me a clear plastic cup
with a white lid and pointed to a closed door in the back corner of the emergency room.
"Just leave the sample in the little box in the wall," she said.
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I got up slowly from the gurney, dizzy and cold. I hadn't been wearing shoes
when the ambulance came and the tile floor under my bare feet sent a chill up the backs
of my legs as I walked across tl).e ER.
Alone behind the closed door of the hospital bathroom I let out a big sigh. I
leaned against the door for a moment, then made my way to the toilet. Goosebumps
traveled down my arms and thighs from the cold against my skin and the pain radiating
from inside me. I closed my eyes to block out the harsh fluorescent light of the bathroom
and the gleam of the tile. I held the handicap bar next to the toilet, cold and smooth in my
hand. I felt the urge to push, so I did. A heat rose from within me in waves. All I heard
was the sound ofmy breath against the pain, dull and hollow. As I exhaled my body
would unclench for a moment, then the urge would come back and I'd push again
through clenched teeth. I don't know how much time passed, but the pain changed from a
dull ache to a wounded sensation like being torn. I stood to place the plastic cup in the
box. The liquid looked more like blood than urine and strands of hair-like tissue swirled
through it. What lie in the bloody water under the toilet paper was gruesome, but I
couldn't stop myself from looking at it. The indistinguishable pieces disappeared down
the drain with the roar of the flush, and exhausted, all I could think about was lying back
down.
On the gurney I felt my body twist and recoil from each spasm as the pain grew
sharp and relentless. Doctors appeared and wheeled me into an exam room, the lights
passing over my closed eyelids like a strobe. Hot tears gathered in my ears and wetted my

hair. A man's voice said something about a catheter as cold hands gripped my knees and
spread my legs. I drew back from what felt like being pierced by a long needle. After it
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subsided I opened my eyes. A half circle of people in blue scrubs busied themselves with
monitors, tubes, and instruments. Aware that I was half naked and bleeding on a table
under the bright lights I could not shake the feeling I had done something wrong. I felt
the paper sheet on the table below me rip and clump as blood wetted it. I watched as a
dark haired man collected wads of the paper in his latex-gloved hands and carried it to the
trash can. A blond girl with a grimace on her face changed her gloves, pink at the
fingertips. The room was clean and sterile, but I dirtied everything.
Between my legs a man in a blue mask said, "Alrighty, let's have look at your
womb." In the same chipper tone he said, "What we want is a kiddo in the womb with a
heartbeat."
With cold gel on my skin, he slid a wand around on my belly in all directions. The
screen connected to the machine remained blank and silent, reflecting a black hole inside
me.
"Let's send you up to the maternity ward," he said. "They've got better equipment
up there."
I was wheeled to a different room with another white curtain and again I waited.
After a while a nurse walked in and checked the monitors connected to me.
"When am I getting another ultrasound?" I asked her. "When will I know what's
going on?"
Without looking at me, in a matter-of-fact tone, she said, "It's a miscarriage."
I collapsed into tears and then she looked at me, surprised. "I thought you knew,"
she said, and walked out.
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Through a blur of tears time passed. I was hugged by my best friend and my
mother. Mom's voice was gentle and warm. "Why didn't you tell me?" she asked, as if
she could have shouldered some of this burden if she'd known. My eyes hot and tired, I
remember darkness and emptiness, an ache, and wishing for sleep though I was held
awake by an influx of doctors and other people lifting my limbs for one reason or
another. When I awoke in recovery I sensed that it was all over. I felt completely
hollowed out inside and the pain was gone. A machine beside me blinked and beeped.
My mother sat by the bed, tired. She moved to hold my hand when she saw that I awoke.
A dark blue curtain surrounded the bed and through its opening I saw a woman behind a
desk. She approached when she saw that I was awake.
"You had a D and C," she said. "You're probably still numb from the epidural,
but as soon as you can move your legs again we'll be able to Jet you go home."
I didn't know what a D and C was, but from her tone I sensed that it had had to be
done. The pain left behind an emptiness and an ache, but gradually I was able to start
moving my toes, then my feet, then my legs. After a while a doctor came in. His kind
eyes focused on my face and he leaned in when he spoke to me, his white coat brushing
the bed. After he asked how I was feeling, his hands pressed on my body slowly, gently.
"Do you have any pets?" he asked.
"A dog," I said.
"What's he look like?"
"All black with Jong hair. It's kind of wispy around his face and his ears stand
straight up," I said.
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The doctor continued the exam, his hands moving over me and I pictured my dog,
forgetting the ache for a moment. "What's his favorite toy?" he. asked.
"A pink football," I said, and smiled.
He pulled the sheet back down to cover me and hot tears formed at my having had
a loving thought.
After 1 dressed, Mom left to pull the car around to pick me up at the front
entrance, and I walked alone through the hospital's lobby. It was full dark outside, and
the dry summer air surrounded me when I stepped through the glass revolving door. I sat
in the passenger seat looking at a few stars in the black sky. My face was hot from all the
tears, and even through my clothes, I could feel the leather seat, cold against my tender
skin.
"What do you want to eat?" Mom asked.
It had been over twelve hours since I'd eaten.
"Anything you want," she said.
"Mashed potatoes," I replied. "And a Dr. Pepper." I smiled, and it felt strange on
my face. And the tears came again.

At home I slept for days to let my body heal, and I slept to escape my thoughts,
which were always punctuated with the question, "Why?" Looking back at the whole
ordeal, I realized it had been like a small version oflabor and delivery, but at the end
there was no baby in my arms. It was gone, down the toilet with so much waste. I was
haunted by the underwater sound of an infant's heartbeat I'd heard in the maternity
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ward-that pulsing sonar sound of life-followed by the sound of a flush echoing against
bathroom walls.

"I'm sorry to talk about things like this," I said, "especially to a man. I know it's
gross."

He wiped a tear from the crease at the corner ofmy eye. "It's alright," he said. "I
went to health class, I've lived with women, and nothing about you is gross." He ran a
hand up my arm, over my shoulder and into my hair. A shiver traveled up my back.
Outside, a siren broke the stillness of the dead of night and we both looked in the
direction of the sound. Every time I heard one I thought of the ambulance ride that
morning I had the miscarriage. He looked at me as if he knew what I was thinking and
pulled me closer.
"I'm sorry," I repeated. "I've never talked about this so much. No one but my best
friend ever wanted to listen."
"I want us to be able to talk about everything," he said. "And I'll always listen."

My boyfriend came to the house a couple of days after I left the hospital. I heard

him padding up the stairs, and then he stopped, embarrassed at the sight of me, and
waited. My mother had told him what had happened, so I didn't need to say anything. I
cried and he paced the floor in slow, halting steps. He glanced at me a few times before
finally speaking. "Does it still hurt?"
"No," I said.
"Then why are you crying?"
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I tried to compose myself, but didn't answer.
"Your mom said it means there was probably something wrong with it. You don't
want a baby with something wrong with it, do you?"
I winced as if he'd struck me, and then looked out the window to avoid his dark
eyes and empty stare.
He stopped pacing, waiting for my answer.
"The nurse told me that they don't know why it happened but that it happens to a
lot of people. Like one in four."
"Well I guess it wasn't meant to be," he said.
A relieved look passed over his face like a shadow as he listened to his own
words.
"Could you really imagine us with a baby?" he asked.
I looked him in the eye and said, "No."
He nodded and made an excuse to leave. During the whole conversation he never
touched me and didn't even come within arm's reach.
After he left, I lay in bed looking at the ceiling, blank and white. Lying on my
back I could feel the ache of this loss coming from my core, above my womb, at the very
center ofme, the pain like something inside me had been cleaved open and split in two,
exposing me, raw and empty.

For follow-up care I was sent to a clinic I'd never been to before. A woman
walked in with a newborn as I pulled my car into the parking lot. Inside, I sat in the
waiting room looking out the window until my name was called. A young doctor with
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sandy blond hair asked me some questions as I sat on the exam table fully clothed.
\'Everything looks fine," he said with a smile. "How are you doing emotionally?"
'

I couldn't bring myself to say I was devastated.
'
"Are
you feeling sad?" he asked.
I

f'Yes."

"That's normal," he said, smiling again. "As long as you're not thinking of
harming yourself, you should be able to get back to your usual routine. You should avoid
'

getting pregnant for a while, though, to give your body time to recuperate. Here's a
prescription for birth control," he said, handing me a small piece of paper. "And just give
this to the clerk out front," he said, giving me another sheet of paper. I glanced at it as he
walked me out of the exam room. Under my name were the words "spontaneous
abortion." I felt ready to cry at the sight of them, but held back the tears.

On the way home I passed the stone church again, this time going the other
direction, and I saw the signs from a different angle. Tire tracks were visible in the lawn
from where I'd seen the car crash through before, but all the white crosses had been
meticulously replaced. The blossoms on the Judas trees were gone, the budding leaves so
tiny that the dark branches looked dead. Dozens of pigeons gathered at the eaves of the
church and on the power lines overhead. I could hear their dirty feathers rustling as they
shuffled about cooing. White and gray bird shit had dripped down on the sign with the
baby's picture, covering the word "heart."
There would be no cross for my baby, I thought. A tangle of emotions filled me
and I felt my face grow hot. I wished I could yell at the people who placed those crosses.
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As I sat at the red light, I saw the church doors open and a man in black stepped out of

the stone building. He moved in slow, halting steps braced against some invisible force,
his face taut and pained. Unkempt white hair at his temples highlighted dark, sunken eyes
with an empty stare. He looked over at me just as the light changed to green. He saw me
take in the image of the crosses and the baby on the shit-covered sign. The words
"spontaneous abortion" flashed in my mind and my face tightened. A knowing look
passed over his face like a shadow, and I felt him judge me as I hit the accelerator. I
thought I might scream as my grip tightened on the steering wheel and my car moved
through the intersection.

At home I buried my face in my pillow but no tears came. That evening, with a
soft knock at the door my best friend entered the bedroom. She sat on the edge of my bed.
"Where are all the pro-lifers now?" I asked.
She looked at me and cocked her head to the side, waiting.

"If they care about unborn babies so much, why don't they care about this?"
"I don't know," she said. "I guess they would say it wasn't meant to be, or that it
was God's plan."
"Then so is cancer," I said. "Cancer is God's plan, so we should stop trying to
cure that. You know what they told me at the hospital? They said we just don't know why
this happens. All the doctors acted like it was no big deal; it's just another medical
procedure, not a death, but all those churches say abortion is murder, not a medical
procedure. Which is it? You can't have it both ways." I dropped my hands against the
mattress with a thud as she searched the ceiling for answers.
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"I think they would say the difference is choice. You didn't choose it, but the
babies that are aborted by choice are innocent."
"My baby was innocent too," I cried. "Why doesn't anybody care about it?" I felt
myselfflush as blood rushed to my face.
"I'm so sorry this happened to you," she said. "You never did anything to
anybody."
The blood drained from my face and my body eased, like when a fever breaks.

I awoke before dawn the next morning. Rain fell in a hush outside my open
window. I walked over to it and knelt on the carpet feeling the cool air pass over me. A
sliver of a crescent moon hung in the silver sky and a few stars lingered from night. After
a few moments I rose and glided down the stairs and slipped into the kitchen, the smooth
linoleum cold against my bare feet. Opening the cabinet door next to the window over the
sink, I pulled out the bread. Untying the bag and reaching in, my fingers automatically
pulled out the heel.

"My baby would be seven years old now," I said. "I read somewhere that you
never forget."
I faced him, propped on my elbow, resting my head in my hand. The rain had
long since stopped and rosy light began to stream through the window. The sky glowed
pink in the East as the new day began and I could feel energy in the blue-gray clouds.
Sparrows flitted in and out of bushes in the neighboring yard. As the sun rose higher it
drained the pink from the sky.
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It was a small death, I knew.
I could see recognition mirrored in his face. My eyelids grew warm and heavy but
no more tears came. He placed one palm over my heart and the other over the scar at my
core.
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To Stand Alone in the Sky
"It says so in the Bible, that's why. You're not supposed to mix races."
Standing at the stove, Mama used a fork to turn the pork chops frying in an iron
skillet and tucked a strand oflong hair behind her ear. She spoke over the sound of the
TV in the living room where Daddy sat watching the news, and I sat at the kitchen table
as she told me again that I should never marry a black man and I shouldn't have anything
to do with them.
It was something she said more than once over the years, starting with a sit-down
conversation when I was about twelve. "You don't see no purple birds," she had said.
"Blue birds go with blue birds and red birds go with red birds." As I'd neared physical
womanhood, she'd been sure to make clear to my child's eyes the difference in the skin
of my family and that of our nearest neighbors on the ridge where I grew up. Much else
she'd left a mystery, and for a long time I didn't know exactly what it was I was so
forbidden to do with black men, that knowledge yet to be gleaned from eighth grade
whispers.
I pressed her further, just to try her patience, "What about Chinese people?" I
asked, thinking of a Bruce Lee movie I'd seen.
"No, not them either. Your kids would be mixed, half white and half yella."
Mama pulled a ceramic bowl from the kitchen cabinet and poured in some
cornmeal from a blue paper sack. She threw in a handful of sugar and added a splash of
milk. I loved Mama's sweet cornbread and would make a meal out ofit if she'd let me,
my fingers glistening with the grease it was fried in, but she always told me, "Slow down.
All that combread'll swell up in your belly," and slightly deflated, I'd do as I was told.
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"What about Indians?" I asked, thinking of the westerns Daddy watched on TV
all the time. She thought for a moment, cocking her head up toward the ceiling above the
range hood, then stirred the green beans and potatoes boiling on the stove. The steam
smelled like the earth. I'd picked the beans and dug the taters that afternoon and couldn't
wait to eat them.
"I don't think there are any of them left in Kentucky; I doubt you'd ever meet
one," Mama finally said, pleased with herself for thinking of that answer. I knew there

was Cherokee blood somewhere on my daddy's side, but didn't have time to inquire
about that, as she said, "You just stick to your own kind. Now come help me get the
clothes in off the line; it's 'bout to rain." She turned the green beans to a simmer and put
a dish towel over the pork chops she'd moved to a plate lined with paper towels to catch
the grease.
"Looks clear to me," I said, glancing out the back door at the sky, blue as the
belly of the parakeet we'd bought at Woolworth's when I was a little girl.
"Look out there," she said, pointing to the pasture. "All the cows are layin' down
and you can see the backs of the leaves on the trees. It'll be rainin' shortly."
On the poplar trees out back, the silver-green leaves flapped like flags. I got up
and did as I was told, the screen door clacking behind me. When we sat down for supper,
the first raindrops fell here and there. After we ate, the three of us sat on the porch
watching the blunted green hilltops in the West push a great gray barge of thunderclouds
across the sky, eventually dumping rain on the tin roof in a roar.
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I left home and started college when I was eighteen and a half. Move in day was
a Wednesday in the middle of August. As I dragged my bags behind me on the long walk
from the parking lot to the residence hall, I passed a construction crew building a new
dorm. Much of my life I'd spent time on jobsites just like that one. Every summer I'd
get up before the rooster and go to work with Daddy; my pants would get wet with dew
just walking from the house to the truck. On the long drive to the city where Daddy
worked, the sun would rise blushing at that unreachable end of the highway until it was
bold enough to stand alone in the sky. Sometimes I'd go wandering through the raw land
being developed while Daddy and his crew worked in the sun framing houses for a new
subdivision. I'd find shade in the trees at the edge of the property marked to be
bulldozed, listening to birds and the clap of swinging hammers hitting nail heads and pine
lumber. At lunch, I'd sit on the tailgate of the truck with Daddy and marvel at the
skeleton of a house he'd thrown up in just four hours. From a blank surface he'd created
the bones of a new structure, and I thought his job was the most important because the
frame he built supported the whole thing.
But all of that seemed foreign and painfully far away from the college campus.
All the students walking around looked like copies of one another. They dressed alike
with brand names blazoned across their chests. They wore their hair alike and walked
plugged in to music players and cell phones that made me embarrassed of the phone I
carried. I imagined ifl heard them speak their voices would be the same. It made me
uneasy. Looking from the students to the construction crew, I wondered if I'd made a
mistake in leaving home. A breeze lifted my hair and pulled at my shirt as I walked
along a sidewalk lined with equally spaced identical trees. Brazen squirrels skittered
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across the sidewalk almost within kicking distance. They were the color of asphalt. My
eyes happened up to the silver undersides of the leaves on the trees over my head, and I
plodded on.

During my second semester, for my cross-cultural requirement, I took a class
called Major Black Writers. I expected it to be like Black History Month had been all
through school: the shortest month of the year, yet it dragged on the longest. From
Kindergarten to twelfth grade we studied slavery and the first blacks to do various things,
but I could never remember the details from one year to the next and didn't understand
the significance of any of it. The subject felt like a mule about beat to death by the time I
reached high school, but that's when I learned that the Underground Railroad was not an
actual tunnel like I'd pictured all those years. It was on a field trip with my tenth grade
social studies class that we took a tour through Maysville, Kentucky looking at hidden
stairways and passages in historic homes. I was so embarrassed by my mistake, I never
told anyone about my realization.
The cross-cultural class was all white except for one student-a girl who must
have been mixed, and she looked to me like someone I'd went to school with back home.
I looked twice to make sure it wasn't her, and she probably wondered why I stared at her.
Just the thought of the girl I'd known made me insecure and self-conscious sitting in that
college classroom. She'd bullied me for years, but in ninth grade I finally stood up to
her. I remember screaming at her so loud I could hear my voice echoing back to me off
the gymnasium walls with the pings of bouncing basketballs. I'd never heard my voice
sound like that before; like it belonged to somebody else. Her eyes grew wide and she

KELLEY/ CLEAVED OPEN 31
laughed, not the taunting laugh I'd heard from her so often, but a nervous laugh that tried
to diffuse the anger that'd finally erupted into my outburst. She ducked away from me
and ran around circling as if it were all a game, and her friend said, "Girl," drawing out
the middle of the word, "I told you, one of these days ... " My hands trembled and I felt
my legs might give out, but somehow I remained standing, quaking with rage. The coach
never came out of his office. He sat in there oblivious, as he had all year, and knew
nothing of the bullying I'd endured. After class I called Marna. When I heard her voice,

I started to cry. I explained to her what had happened, but it didn't sound bad at all, not a
single punch had been thrown; the girl had retreated from my voice alone.
When Mama got to the school, her voice boomed through the principal's office as
she asked why this had gone on so long. The coach only replied he'd never seen
anything, blinking dumbly at my mother's red-faced demands. The principal, lanky and
balding, shuffled in behind the girl as she went into his office to be questioned in private.
She denied ever speaking to me and nothing happened to her. Mama took me home early
that day, cussing blacks the whole drive back to the house. "I know how they are," she
said. "I remember how they acted when I was in school." Marna had gone to a school in
the city, not the county high school that was the only choice for kids in our area, the only
one I'd ever known. "They bused them in and then they roamed the halls in packs," she
continued, "fightin' for no reason, gangin' up on the white kids." For a moment Mama's
anger mixed with my pain, and I pictured a cloud of black faces swarming the school like
flies.
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Toward the end ofmy first full year in college my cross-cultural class read Alice
Walker's essay "In Search of our Mothers' Gardens." Upon first reading it struck me,
and I went back to it several times to reread lines that resonated with me. When I read
Walker's words I pictured my own family. I could see the curve of Daddy's back as he
leaned over with a shovel in hand, I could see Mama's hair hanging down as she bent
over to collect seeds from red four-o' -clocks, and I could see the sunlight fading to a
shimmer as they both came inside to wash the black dirt from their calloused hands.
They worked side by side, as Walker wrote that her parents did, and they were "involved
in work [their] soul[s] must have." The essay gave me anew understanding ofmy
parents, and I saw the "legacy of respect [they] leave to me."
Juxtaposed with memories of my family were the words "Black women are
called ... 'the mule of the world,' because we have been handed the burdens that everyone

else----everyone else-refused to carry ... " Work and burden were inseparable from my
perception of my family. The notion that there could be such similarity at the core of
lives of both black women and the lives of my parents opened up my understanding of
humanity itself.

At the end of the semester, when I packed my clothes and all the paperwork I'd
accumulated over the semester, I flipped through the course catalog and noticed that the
only classes available under the cross-cultural requirement were Women's Studies, Major
Black Writers, and Literature of the American South. Of the minorities that those classes
represented, I fit into two of those categories. The book alternated between feeling heavy
and light in my hand and it seemed that the fluorescent light in the room darkened, then
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lightened. Like the way light hits the manila-colored inside of a log when it's cleaved
open and split in two, I realized for the first time that I, like the black writers I'd studied,
was considered a minority.
I sat down on the half bed and my eyes rested on the wall in front ofme; eight-bysixteen inch blocks, one on top of the other, row after row, exactly the same and painted
white. It occurred to me as I sat there, that my being a woman was why I'd chosen to go
to college to become a secretary, but not a lawyer. I'd taken Daddy's advice when he
said, "You like to argue. You should go to work in a lawyer's office," but it had never
occurred to me that I could be anything more than a secretary. I sat in my half of that IOby-12 foot room and felt an inner weight holding me down. What other roles had been
cast without my realizing it? What else had I accepted without question?
When I noticed no more sunlight came through the two-and-a-half foot window, I
remembered that the deadline to move out was approaching and I had to go home. A
disgusted feeling settled in my gut.
*

I started law school when I was 23 years old. I went home for Christmas to a
light dusting of snow that highlighted all the junk in the yard and the holes in the barn
roof. That year my father's brother and his wife joined us for Christmas dinner. Daddy
was never close to his family and they hadn't come any other year, so I wondered if
Mama and Daddy had reached out to them after I'd left home. Whenever I thought about
them while I was away at school, I'd picture the house quiet, them having little to say to
one another.
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"Why don't you wear your hair down?" Mama asked me across the table as she
smoothed out the red tablecloth in front of her. "A woman's hair is her beauty. Says so
in the Bible."
My aunt silently passed me a heavy casserole dish filled with sweet potatoes
covered in sticky browned marshmallows. I took it from her hand, which was purpled
with age and straining to hold up the dish. I didn't answer Marna's question.
Daddy sawed the ham into thick pieces with an old knife, his arm tucked against
his body as it moved steadily back and forth. The meat was crusted with caramelized
coca-cola and maple syrup as it had been every year as far back as I could remember.
"Any luck findin' work?" he asked my uncle, looking up from the task in front of him.
"Naw," he said. "They ain't no work to be had. All the jobs is done been sent to
China." There was no life in his voice. Although he was only in his fifties, he looked
weakened and near death. Bags hung loose around his eyes, he smelled of stale cigarettes
and his skin had become stained slightly yellow ·over the years.
"Well, least you got your unemployment a little while longer," Daddy said.
"Heard this mornin' the president extended it."
"He ain't my president," my uncle said. His voice turned to iron raking against
hot coals. I felt my jaw go slack as his wife nodded in approval. Although his speech
was impassioned, he maintained a corpselike stiffness and only his mouth moved, his
eyes like torches. Daddy chuckled.
My uncle was a veteran and the most patriotic person I knew. He had a flag pole
in his yard almost as tall as the one at the courthouse. His voice filled the room like
steam as he continued. Goosebumps covered my arms and a chill traveled up my spine to
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settle at the base of my neck. I felt a powerful urge to say something, so I got up and
went to the laundry room, which was an addition to the back of the house where Mama
kept cases of pop because it stayed colder than the rest of the house. I couldn't form a
rational thought, but what he'd said hurt me deeply, as if his outright rejection of another
human being-just because he was different-meant he could reject me just as easily,
that in an instant my validity as a human being could be called into question. I took slow,
deep breaths of the cold air to calm myself, but with the chill in the room, I still felt
shaky.
When I came back to the table, they were talking about cattle prices. The room
was warm and tinged with the smell of Christmas. No one noticed I didn't bring a drink
back to the table with me.

"Some scholars believe that the Constitution is intentionally vague so that it may
be interpreted as needed by a changing society, while others judge it should be read and
upheld in a literal manner."
Like the Bible, I thought, and became enthralled with the idea as I sat at a desk in
a class on Constitutional Law. A young man in khaki pants slipped in the door as the
instructor spoke; his shoes squeaked as he hurried across the gleaming tile floor and sat
down beside me. I noticed he was attractive, but my attention remained on the lecture as
I shaped it in my mind to fit around the knowledge I already possessed.
The professor spoke as if he were giving the lecture for the first time. Interested
and engaged with the class, midway through he took off his jacket and sat amongst the
students rather than standing behind the podium. He wore burgundy suspenders and
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smiled often. His skin was a natural tan and the creases about his eyes when he smiled
made me feel at home.
My focus had not yet waned when class was over. The new information
shimmered in my mind and I looked forward to more. All the students filed out of the
room in a hurry and the professor followed behind them. As I gathered my things, the
young man who'd come in late slung his bag over his shoulder, laughed, and said to me,
"Who'd he think he was? Obama's cousin?"
I turned to him in disbelief. "What?" I said, my voice like a poker shoved into a
fireplace.
He froze for a moment as I looked him in the eye. "I'm just kidding," he said.
"Kidding, kidding," he repeated, stumbling over himself.
I stared at him as he hurried out. Dry heat blew through the vents in a hush.
Alone under the fluorescent light in the classroom, I realized I hadn't thought about the
professor's being biracial until my classmate pointed it out. I noticed it, just as he
would've noticed I was female, but it meant nothing until that boy had tried to make it
sound derogatory.
At the next class meeting he didn't sit next to me, and I glared at him across the
room. For the rest of the semester I could not look at him without thinking of his
comment and feeling a slight tremble in my spine as my face flushed with anger.
By the end of the semester, I realized I wasn't going home for the summer and I
rented a house near the university on a street shaded by poplar trees. My first night at the
new place I stepped outside, the screen door clacking behind me as I sat down on the
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porch. I listened to the sound of my own breath as the silver-green leaves on the trees
flapped like flags.

